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THE NEW TESTAMENT AS A GUIDE TO THE IFTEEPEE- 
TATION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT. 

By President Alvah Hovby, D. D., LL. D., 

Newton Centre, Mas8. 



It will be readily granted that every important question ought to be answered 
in the light of all the evidence which bears upon it. An effort should therefore be 
made to comprehend the whole case, in order that every feature of it may have 
its proper influence on the judgment. But difEerences of opinion sometimes exist 
as to the credibility of certain events which are supposed to bear upon the ques- 
tion, or as to the relation which they have to it. All inquirers do not approach 
the same question with identical beliefs or assumptions in respect to allied sub- 
jects, and so it comes to pass that they reach different conclusions. This is 
inevitable. As their premises differ, their conclusions must differ. 

One who has carefully weighed the evidence in respect to the life, the death, 
and the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and has been thoroughly convinced that he 
was a wholly exceptional member of the human family, divine as well as human, 
indeed, the Holy One of God, will necessarily be influenced by this conviction in 
all his further study of the New Testament. Having accepted the stupendous 
fact of the resurrection, he will welcome to his confidence the equally stupendous 
fact of the incarnation. .Believing in the incarnation, he will naturally assent 
without delay to the Lord's claim of sinlessness. And with sinlessness he will 
be ready to associate superlative clearness of spiritual vision. Then, too, he will 
trust the promise of Christ which assured his disciples of another Advocate, the 
Spirit of truth, who would show them things to come and guide them into all the 
truth. Moreover, the fact of heaven-given foresight in the disciples will surely 
tend to render credible a similar foresight in the ancient prophets. And a belief 
in prophecy as a means of preparation for Christ, will prepare him to discover in 
the Old Testament typical hints and foreshado wings of the Messiah's reign. And 
if so, he will not be surprised to find that the teaching of Jesus and of his Apos- 
tles implies that there was a divine purpose, working obscurely, but with far- 
reaching and wise intent, in the history, the worship, and the sacred literature of 
the chosen people. Bread was thus cast upon the waters, to be found again after 
many days. And, as a result of all this, he will see that the books of the Old 
Testament cannot be classed with books of merely human origin, or interpreted 
without regard to their fulfillment in Christ and the meaning which he drew from 
much of their language. 

The present writer believes that the claim of Jesus Christ to be " the Son of 
God" and "the light of the world" is supported by evidence (wholly distinct 
from the fulfillment of prophecy) that cannot be shaken, and therefore, on the 
principle that all pertinent evidence must be weighed, he cannot study the Lord's 
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use of the OJd Testament without assigning to it special importance. For all 
that Christ taught was taught with authority. And in this respect his interpre- 
tation of the Old Testament stands on a level with his teaching as to the nature 
of God or the moral condition of man. If it was inferior to the latter, he at least 
does not seem to have been aware of the inferiority. Even when he disclaims for 
himself, and for all other beings save the Father, a knowledge of the date of his 
second coming, he does it with a positiveness which shows that what he knew 
was perfectly distinct in his own consciousness from what he did not know. But 
no trace of conscious ignorance appears in his use or interpretation of the Old 
Testament.* 

Take then, for an illustration of his method of interpreting the Old Testa- 
ment, his reply to the Sadducees, as recorded in Mark 12:26,27, — " But as touch- 
ing the dead, that they are raised, have ye not read in the book of Moses, at the 
Bush, how God spake unto him, saying, / am the God of Abraham, and the Ood of 
Isaac, and the Qod of Jacob? He is not the God of the dead, but of the living." 
Evidently Christ saw in the language of God to Moses a cogent reason for believ- 
ing that the patriarchs were alive when it was uttered. To him it was incredible 
that God should identify himself to Moses by his relation to servants who had 
been suffered long since to pass out of existence. The honor which he put upon 
his friends by associating their names with his own, and by calling himself their 
God, the One in whom they trusted, was utterly inconsistent with the opinion 
that they had perished at death, or that they would .remain forever disembodied 
and therefore incomplete. It is to the credit of the Sadducees that they seem to 
have perceived the force of this profound interpretation. Yet it would not have 
been likely to occur to any modem exegete, especially if he were satisfied with the 
mere letter of the record, without trying to discover the spiritual implications of 
it. Besides, it will be observed that the truth which Christ drew from the lan- 
guage was strictly an inference, nothing more. But though an inference it was 
positive, authoritative, and worthy of him who spake as never man spake. 

With the same penetrating insight Jesus treated the Mosaic law in his Ser- 
mon on the Mount. While asserting the sacredness of that law, he proceeded to 
give a far deeper meaning to several of its precepts than the letter of them sug- 
gested to other teachers. No one can read unmoved his exposition of the truth 
suggested by the ancient law in respect to murder, adultery, divorce, swearing, 
retaliation, or love to enemies. Of a piece with this was his Interpretation of the 
fourth command,«and his reduction of the whole moral code of the Pentateuch to 
the duplicate requirement of love to God and love to men. Indeed, while it may 
be said that he sometimes found, beneath the surface of the Old Testament lan- 
guage, prophetic or spiritual truths which cannot be discovered by the finest lit- 
erary acumen, there is no solid reason to believe that he ever perverted the divine 
intent of that language. It may be surprising to historical critics that he could 



* Christ's divine nature Is believed to have been always omniscient, and his human nature 
to have been assisted by the Holy Spirit, given him without measure, so that, at every point of 
his ministry, his teaching which truly represented the knowledge of his divine nature, as far as 
It was shared by his humaii nature, was absolutely perfect. He taught as the God-man; but by 
the aid of the incarnate Word and of the Holy Spirit the human side of his nature was never 
ignorant of what his mission called him to teach. It did not call him to teach the time of his 
second advent; but it did call him to speak of David as the author of the UOth Psalm, and of 
Moses as the writer of the law, 1. e. the Pentateuch, or the substance of it (see below). 
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say to his disciples, " All things must be fulfilled, which were written in the law 
of Moses, and in the prophets, and in the psalms concerning me" (Luke 24:44) ; 
for they deem it possible to explain all that is written in the Pentateuch without 
supposing any reference to Christ ; but they surely cannot deny that the promise 
to Abraham and to his seed may have included spiritual as well as material good ; 
they cannot deny that the animal sacrifices of the Mosaic economy may have been 
typical of the Lamb of God that taketh away the sin of the world ; nor can they 
deny that the prediction of Moses as to a prophet like himself may have referred, 
in its highest sense, to One in whom the whole line of prophets would culminate. 
Is it incredible that rites of worship in one period should be adapted to prepare 
men for better things in another period ? No believer in a personal God and a 
special revelation of his will can safely a£Srm this. To destroy the force of 
Christ's interpretation of the Old Testament, one of two things must be done : it 
must be clearly shown that he was an imperfect teacher in other respects, or that 
the passages which he has explained cannot mean or imply what he afSrms. And 
neither of these things has been done. 

A further question now presents itself : Does the teaching of Jesus Christ 
have any relation to the higher criticism of the Old Testament ? To the author- 
ship of the Pentateuch or of the Psalms ? Do any of his recorded sayings prove 
that he believed Moses to have written the first five books of the Old Testament, 
or David to have vmtten any of the Psalms? There is evidence that he held 
David to be the author of the 110th Psalm. For towards the close of his ministry 
he asked the Pharisees a question, namely, " What think ye of the Christ ? Whose 
son is he ? They say unto him, The son of David. And he saith unto them. How 
then doth David in the Spirit call him Lord, saying. The Lord said unto my Lord, 
Sit thou on my right hand, till I put thine enemies under thy feet "i* If David then 
calleth him Lord, how is he his son ? " (Matt. 22:41-45.) " This Psalm," says Dr. 
Toy, " was regarded as Messianic by Jewish expositors up to the tenth century ; 
and this is the view of the New Testament, where also (in the Gospels and Acts) 
it is ascribed to David : here ' David ' cannot, as is sometimes the case, be under- 
stood as a vague name for the Book of Psalms, but must mean the individual man 
so called." Yet the Davidic authorship of the Psalm is rejected by many, because, 
or chiefly because, " the direct recognition of a Jerusalem king as priest (v. 4) 
seems to suit only one period of Jewish history, the Maccabean, when a Levitical 
dynasty sat on the throne." This appears to be the only important reason for think- 
ing that David could not have written the Psalm. And it is wholly insuflScient. For 
it assumes that if there be any prediction of a Messiah to come in the Old Testa- 
ment it must be typical, and the type must have furnished all the features of the 
picture. The inspired poet may have been familiar with the story of Melchisedek, 
a Jerusalem priest-king, he may have deemed a priest-king superior in dignity to 
either a priest or a king, but though assisted by the Spirit of God he could not 
have conceived these offices to be united in the person of the Messiah, unless he 
saw before his face an actual priest reigning as king in Zion: — such limits does 
modem criticism put to the genius of inspired poets ! But if any one imagines 
the record of David's life to be so complete that the occasion of every Psalm which 
he wrote can be pointed out, we beg leave to reject the imagination as extravagant 
and delusive. Think of applying such a rule to the hymns of Isaac Watts or of 
Charles Wesley, with nothing but a brief story of their lives, and the contents of 
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their hymns, to show how these two were related to each other ! Think of limit- 
ing a Shakspeare or Milton to characters which he had seen illustrated before his 
eyes in actual life ! The doctrine of evolution may demand the adoption of such 
a rule, but originality of thought and the Spirit of God protest against it. Desir- 
able as it may be to know the background and occasion of every paragraph in the 
sacred record, we must be content in many cases to lack that knowledge. For to 
obtain it from the slender materials at our command would require a more crea- 
tive imagination than David needed to write the 110th Psalm. 

But Jesus is not said by the evangelists to have spoken so definitely about the 
authorship of any book of the Old Testament. In Luke 16:29 Abraham is repre- 
sented by Christ as saying to the rich man in Hades: "They" (thy brothers) 
" have Moses and the prophets, let them hear them," — probably meaning, " they 
have the words or books of Moses and the prophets." And such an expression 
might have been used, if the books treated of Moses and the prophets, as the 
books of Esther and of Job treat of those persons. If we supply " words " instead 
of "books," as is suggested by the verb "hear," Abraham refers to the teaching 
of Moses and the prophets. This is the better view. 

Again, Jesus is represented in Luke 24:44 as saying to his disciples : " These 
are my words which I spake unto you while I was yet with you, how that all 
things must needs be fulfilled which are written in the law of Moses and the 
prophets, and the psalms, concerning me." But here the Lord does not affirm in 
so many words that the law was written by Moses. Aaron or some one else may 
have written down the law which was given by God through Moses. 

According to John 5:45,46 Jesus said to the Jews: " Think not that I will 
accuse you to the Father : there is one that accuseth you, even Moses, on whom 
ye have set your hope. For if ye believed Moses, ye would have believed me, for 
he wrote of me. But if ye believe not his writings, how shall ye believe my words ?" 
This language shows that Jesus believed Moses to be the writer of some part of 
the Old Testament which had in it references to himself. But he does not fur- 
ther define that part. It may have been the whole Pentateuch, except a few edi- 
torial notes, or it may have been only parts of the same ; but from what is known 
of Jewish belief at that time we are constrained to think that it was in reality a 
large part of the Pentateuch, including the legal statutes and their repetition in 
Deuteronomy. Of course, then, the fair import and full value of Christ's testi- 
mony should be taken into account by those who attempt to ascertain the age of 
the Pentateuch or of any considerable fraction of it. And any method of inquiry 
which rules out of consideration his words must be defective. 

But shall the Apostles be heard also ? Is their view of the Old Testament 
entitled to any particular respect ? It will not be forgotten that Jesus promised the 
Eleven the Spirit of truth, to guide them, after his own departure, into all the 
truth, or that from the first Pentecost onward they preached " the good news " 
with astonishing confidence and success. Nor will it be doubted that the same 
Spirit was given for the same purpose to Paul, when he was added to the group of 
earlier Apostles and commissioned, to do a service of the same kind as theirs. So 
then we ask. Did the Apostles' use of the Old Testament resemble their Lord's ? 
And their interpretation of it reveal a similar insight ? These questions cannot 
be fully answered without a patient examination of all the passages in which they 
make use of the Old Testament ; but some light may be obtained from a few 
passages in which they have been said to misinterpret the ancient Scriptures. 
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The language of Paul in Gal. 3:16 is one of these. Here the Apostle, misled, 
as is supposed, by the use of words in the Aramaic of his own day, gives a wrong 
explanation of a certain Old Testament expression : " Now to Abraham were the 
promises spoken, and to his seed. He saith not. And to seeds, as of many ; but 
as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ." Now if the Apostle saw, in the 
exclusive use of the singular form of the word " seed " in the promises, evidence 
that they pointed to some kind of unity which had its centre and source in Christ, 
he certainly perceived, as did his Lord when replying to the Sadducees, something 
more in a particular form of expression than simple scholarship would have been 
likely to discover, but which it cannot fairly deny when pointed out. Tor while 
it is true that the word " seeds " is not applied in the Old Testament to the pos- 
terity of any man, but the singular is used as a collective noun, yet the plural is 
said by Dr. Toy to have been used of human progeny in the Aramaic and later 
Hebrew, and we may therefore infer that there is nothing in the nature of the 
case to prevent such a use. Moreover we find the plural of the same word in the 
Old Testament applied to different kinds of grain {1 Sam. 8:15). And a man 
might now enter a country store, and say to the proprietor : " What grains have 
you on hand?" with the answer: "Wheat, rye, oats, com, barley," etc. Or he 
might ask : " What teas have you ?" and be answered : " Black, green, English- 
breakfast," etc. Or again: " What coffees have you V" and be informed: "Mocha, 
Java," etc. Yet a diligent critic might certainly search through a hundred vol- 
umes and find the words grain, tea, and coffee a thousand times in the singular, and 
probably not once in the plural. In fact the word " seeds " (D'j^f) occurs but 
once in the Old Testament, and means in that place different kinds of grain. 
Suppose that single instance were wanting, how easy would it be to say that the 
word had no plural among the Jews when it was applied to grains. But how 
insecure the foundation for such a statement I Yet no more insecure than is the 
argument from the non-appearance of the plural with reference to human poster- 
ity, against its use by the people in that way, or against the reasoning of Paul 
which assumes that it might properly be thus used, if the thought to be expressed 
required the plural form. 

Dr. Hackett's explanation of the passage is therefore entirely satisfactory. 
" It is, therefore, as if Paul had said : " Search the Scriptures from Genesis to 
Malachi : the promises all run in one strain ; they make no mention of a plurality 
of seeds, such as a natural and spiritual seed, at the same time ; they speak of a 
single seed only, the believing race {see Rom. 4:12), whether Jews or Gentiles; 
and as this restriction of the language to one seed limits and exhausts the prom- 
ises as to any share in the blessings of Abraham's justification, there are no prom- 
ises of this nature for other seeds, such as Abraham's natural descendants, merely 
as such, or Jews by adoption, in virtue of their submission to Jewish rites." 

Very deep and beautiful is the thought which Paul here expresses. All 
believers are virtually one person and that i»erson is Christ (see verse 28 below). 
He is the life of their life. Their faith comes through him and unites them with 
him. When the nations are blessed, it vfill be because they bless themselves in 
him. And when the Saviour said, "I am the vine; ye are the branches," he 
enunciated the same truth. 

To the present writer all the passages in Paul's Epistles to the Romans and 
Galatians, which refer to Gen. 15:6 and Hab. 2:3,4, in support of the doctrine of 
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justification by faith, seem to be very helpful in bringing to light the religious 
purport of Old Testament language, and in showing the essential sameness of the 
way of life since the world began, or, more exactly, since sin entered into the 
world. For it is perfectly evident that Paul looked upon faith, not as a human 
work for which a man could claim reward, but as a renunciation of self -righteous- 
ness and a trustful reliance upon the mercy of God. Yet no writer of the New 
Testament asserts more strongly than he that true faith works by love and moves 
to right conduct. Nay, he evidently expects it to bear more abundant fruits of 
righteousness than could possibly flow from a heart that relies upon its own 
works for acceptance with God. Paul is as truly the apostle of love as of faith ; 
but neither of these graces feeds upon itself; both find their object and life 
in God. 

But there are citations from the Old Testament by Paul which are less 
strictly doctrinal than those which have been noticed above. A specimen of these 
has been selected for criticism by a writer in this series of articles. It is 1 Cor. 
14:21, and Paul's use of the Old Testament is pronounced " much stranger " in 
this case than his use of it in Eom. 14:10-20, which is considered very incorrect. 
The quotation reads thus : " In the law it is written, By men of strange tongues 
and by the lips of strangers, will I speak unto this people" (Isa. 28:11,12). Of 
this quotation Prof. Gould justly says : " Of course, the prophecy contains only 
an analogy to the case to which the Apostle applies it. In both, the strange 
speech is brought into contrast with plain and instructive utterance, and in both 
the reason for it is substantially the same, viz., the unbelief of those to whom it 

is addressed The mere proof of God's being and truth, was subserved alike 

by the Old Testament incursions of barbarians, taking the place of God's prophets 
with their instructive speech, and by the gift of the New Testament tongues, 
contrasted with the same prophetic speech." The value of Paul's use of the pas- 
sage from Isaiah to the interpreter is this, that it calls his attention to the prin- 
ciple of God's procedure as being the same under both economies, a principle of 
the greatest importance in studying the Scriptures. 

A few general remarks will serve to present the writer's view more definitely. 
(1) The New Testament is not the primary source of knowledge concerning the 
meaning of the Old. The text of the Old Testament itself is that source, and it 
should be studied with the same fidelity as that of the New. Indeed, as to the 
proximate aim of any passage, nothing can take the place of the language of the 
passage itself, illuminated by the context and by whatever can be ascertained 
respecting the persons addressed and their circumstances at the time. First the 
text, and then commentaries ; not commentaries first, and then the text. 

(2) The New Testament affords but little assistance to one engaged in the 
textual criticism of the Old Testament. Por the writers, whether Apostles or 
their associates, evidently quoted, for the most part, from memory. The pur- 
poses for which they used the ancient Scriptures did not generally require them to 
go back of the current versions. Indeed, those purposes justified them in adopt- 
ing words and clauses, apt expressions, and sentences brought together from dif- 
ferent parts of the record, without special regard to the original connection. But 
so meagre are the sources of textual criticism for the Old Testament that, when- 
ever the New Testament writers appear to give a fresh version of the original, 
their version is entitled to deep consideration. 
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(3) The New Testament afEords but little aid to the so-called higher criticism 
of the Old. It shows in a general way the limits and divisions of the Old Testa- 
ment canon. It proves that Jesus and his Apostles considered the law, the 
prophecy, and the history, as these now appear in the Old Testament, to be sacred 
and trustworthy. But the modem questions of the higher criticism were not 
before them, and naturally, therefore, were not answered by them. Yet what 
they say incidentally may be of great service to one who is seeking to ascertain 
the date and authorship of certain parts of the Old Testament. For example, 
they offer an insuperable objection to any view of the origin of the Pentateuch 
which invalidates its credibility as a record of what God communicated to the 
people through Moses ; and they require us to believe that an important part of 
the law was written by Moses (see above). 

(4) The New Testament is exceedingly helpful to one in discovering the 
religious principles which underlie many passages of the Old Testament. This 
has been illustrated by our study of Christ's reply to the question of the Sadducees 
concerning the resurrection. It may also be illustrated by the Lord's use and 
explanation of the Sabbath day. For, in the light of what he taught by word and 
act, one may be morally certain, for instance, that the man who was stoned for 
gathering sticks on the Sabbath (Num. 15:32-36) must have done this in a spirit 
of defiance to the law of God, and without the excuse of real need. Again, an 
interpreter of the 16th chapter of Leviticus might be in doubt as to the range of 
offenses for which atonement was made by the sin-offering. Was that offering a 
condition of the forgiveness of all unexpiated sins, or only of civil and ritual 
offences which disturbed one's standing in the visible theocracy? With this 
doubt in mind the interpreter must welcome the light afforded by Heb. 9:13,14, 
and other passages in the same Epistle. In fact, a considerable part of the Epistle 
to the Hebrews will be found of essential service in a candid study of the Mosaic 
ritual. 

(6) The New Testament is of great assistance in tracing the line of Messianic 
prediction in the Old. It may not go very far in enabling one to decide upon the 
character of a prediction, whether it is direct or typical, but it deserves the highest 
consideration when the fact of Messianic reference is in question. Whatever 
authority belongs to the teaching of Christ and his Apostles may be alleged, for 
example, in support of a Messianic Interpretation of the 110th Psalm, and conse- 
quently in support of the existence of prophecy in the times before Christ. 

Without further specification it seems to the writer of this article clear that 
the New Testament is an important source of instruction to interpreters of the 
earlier Scriptures, and that the considerations already presented furnish satisfac- 
tory evidence of this. Yet far more might be said, if the proper limits of a paper 
for The Old Testament Student permitted. 



